CHAPTER VII

War?

IN Punchy Britannia was shown as being conducted by a
guide with Disraelian features up to the edge of a preci-
pice, at the bottom of which one read "WAR." "Just a
leetle nearer the edge." "Not an inch further; I'm a good
deal nearer than is pleasant already." It was true that
Britannia was in terror of falling. Lord BeaconsfiekTs
policy was to alarm Russia by the threat of a war which he
had no wish to make, but it was legitimate to believe that,
in walking too often on the verge of the abyss, there was
grave danger from loose stones.

Such was the opinion of the young Lord Derby who ruled
at the Foreign Office. Totally different from his father, he
was an awkward and eminently reasonable man whose
healthy apathy was useful in danger, but who was not built
for this diplomatic skating on thin ice. He disliked anything
romantic and all theatrical backgrounds. He saw no reason
for threatening Russia. It was not that he was an anti-Turk
like Gladstone; that was another piece of romantic nonsense
for which he had no greater liking; but he could not admit
that the British Empire was endangered because the
Russians might be at Constantinople. In his heart of hearts,
he did not admit that the British Empire could ever be in
danger. "Lack of imagination," the Chief might say again.
Well and good. He had no imagination. He did not want
any. He would never resolve to set loose a present and
certain evil to avoid one that was both future and uncertain.
All the measures proposed by Beaconsfield met with his
discontent and hostility, and as he had a great name and was